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Re-visioning Renaissance Women: On the Perils
and Pleasures of Re-viewing the Past
Sara Jayne Steen
Montana State University, Bozeman

Susan Frye
University of Wyoming

Two years ago, editor Sharon Beehler and the editorial board of the journal Quidditas (formerly the Journal of the Rocky Mountain Medieval and
Renaissance Association) requested that we—Sara Jayne Steen and Susan
Frye—edit a gathering of essays on women in the Renaissance as one way
to mark the journal’s new name and critical directions. The gathering
printed here, even more than we had hoped, announces this journal’s
position as interdisciplinary, historically grounded, and willing to ask of
history, literature, and the arts both familiar, recurring questions and those
newer questions occasioned by a variety of theoretical perspectives.
In particular, the five internationally recognized scholars in this gathering undertake to reexamine female figures from history, literature, and
art. If in 1986 Margaret W. Ferguson, Maureen Quilligan, and Nancy J.
Vickers termed their enterprise Rewriting the Renaissance, this gathering
in 2000 continues the rewriting of the Renaissance by re-visioning it, by
resifting the evidence in order to see anew the women it constructs. The
emphasis in these essays is not just on the discrepancies between how
women were seen then and how we might see them now, but on the distortions that have been and continue to be introduced.
The scholars who contributed to this gathering represent a variety of
disciplines: Retha Warnicke is professor of history at Arizona State University; Elizabeth McCutcheon, professor emerita of English at the University of Hawaii; James Fitzmaurice, professor of English at Northern
Arizona University; Carole Levin, professor of history at the University of
Nebraska; and Sheila ffolliott, professor of art history at George Mason
University. Although each scholar is necessarily located within a given
department, their work here illustrates the richness and possibility inherent in interdisciplinary work, as historians evaluate documents with care
and turn to literary examples, literary historians affirm the importance of
contextualizing the past through archival research, and the art historian
provides not only important information for understanding Artemisia
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Gentileschi from her own period, but evaluates the effect of the male gaze
on the production of a current film about the artist’s life.
In “Inventing the Wicked Woman of Tudor England: Alice More,
Anne Boleyn, and Anne Stanhope,” Retha Warnicke argues that three
levels of gender bias are built into Tudor historiography, from the early
modern cultural biases reflected in the archival records and the largely
uncorroborated evidence of those who first commented on women’s lives
to later accounts by those whose own agendas led them to perpetuate the
misinterpretation of evidence and even to concoct details corroborating a
given view. Warnicke examines three women who have been invented as
wicked: Alice More (second wife of Sir Thomas); Queen Anne Boleyn;
and Anne Stanhope, Lady Somerset. Warnicke demonstrates the subtle
ways in which archival evidence reflects the concerns of these women’s
contemporaries, followed by the less subtle ways in which myths of physical and moral deformity have served—and in some cases, continue to
serve—those who study Tudor history.
Elizabeth McCutcheon’s “Playing the Waiting Game: The Life and
Letters of Elizabeth Wolley” further reminds us of the complexity of
women as biographical subjects by considering Queen Elizabeth’s gentlewoman of the privy chamber as neither the wanton fool of Jacobean satire
nor a woman to be idealized, trivialized, or demonized. Instead, primary
documents, especially Wolley’s letters from court, here read by McCutcheon in the context of recent studies of patronage and clientage, reveal the
intricacy of the game of “waiting” in which Wolley was engaged. Through
her sophisticated letters, Wolley registers the politics of being a conduit to
the queen while acting as a loyal promoter of her family’s interests.
McCutcheon’s research allows Wolley to begin to emerge from the shadows of stereotype, to be re-visioned as an individual.
In considering Margaret Cavendish, the larger-than-life woman
whose talents and outspokenness have caused her to be vilified and celebrated, James Fitzmaurice further illustrates the perils of depending too
closely on intervening biographers and critical consensus. “The Life and
the Literary Reputation of Margaret Cavendish” traces the transmission of
the colorful ideas and phrases that so often have shaped our understanding
of Cavendish, including Dorothy Osborne’s assertion that there are
“many soberer People in Bedlam.” As does McCutcheon in the case of
Elizabeth Wolley, Fitzmaurice advocates our return to the writing of the
woman herself as providing stronger evidence than the judgments of contemporaries or intervening biographers; he argues, however, that we must
read even Cavendish’s self-statements with a critical awareness of the
larger context for her remarks.
Our fourth and fifth essays turn to portrayals of early modern French
and Italian women in drama and film—intentional fictions, but fictions
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suggesting historicity. In “‘Murder Not Then the Fruit Within My
Womb’: Shakespeare’s Joan, Foxe’s Guernsey Martyr, and Women Pleading Pregnancy in Early Modern English History and Culture,” Carole
Levin contextualizes the character Joan’s (not the historical Joan’s) final
pleas for her life in Shakespeare’s I Henry VI. In Shakespeare, Joan affirms
her virginity, then panics and “pleads her belly,” thus suggesting she is a
loose woman rather than an honorable leader. Would a historical English
or Scottish woman have lived if she claimed pregnancy? How might have
Shakespeare’s audience responded to Joan’s assertion? Levin here examines cases of women accused of capital crimes who pled pregnancy and
women accused of witchcraft (always, it seems, an accusation with a political background), including the Guernsey Martyr described by John Foxe.
Levin concludes that Shakespeare’s audience probably varied in opinion,
but that Shakespeare’s Joan might have been executed even if her pregnancy could have been proved because of the damning accusations of
witchcraft and illicit sexuality made against her.
Sheila ffolliott’s “Learning to be Looked At: The Portrait of [The
Artist as] a Young Woman in Agnès Merlet’s Artemisia” extends this gathering’s re-visioning of Renaissance women into the visual areas of painting
and film. In spite of Artemisia Gentileschi’s lengthy and successful career as
an artist, as a young woman she was raped at her father’s home and a trial
ensued that comprises most of the documentary evidence about this
painter. ffolliott argues that Merlet’s film, like several current films about
historical Renaissance women, emphasizes the romantic, sexual young
woman, linking her emergence as an artist to her sexual awakening, even
though the relationship between Gentileschi’s rape and her productive
career cannot be so easily understood. Moreover, the film, operating in
accordance with remarkably durable early modern concepts of how the
artist represents the female figure, presents Gentileschi to us not as an artist,
but as a model like that represented by Dürer, as a female figure on display.
As Sheila ffolliott points out, in the early modern period women
“were under constant scrutiny: their behavior monitored and apt to be
criticized.” How important, then, that we scrutinize the scrutinizers—the
contemporaries, biographers, authors, editors, scholars, even filmmakers—who have served up literary and historical women as examples, shorn
of their complexities, their own voices, their local contexts. As different as
the subjects of these five essays may be, these authors provide a variety of
ways for us to re-vision early modern women and a reminder of the care
and caution that our re-visioning requires.

